THE HISTORY OF FORT KEARNY 


In the spring of 1848, Lieutenant Daniel P. 
Woodbury began construction on Fort Kearny 
at this site. Woodbury called the new post Fort 
Childs. However, a general order for the War 
Department officially named it Fort Kearny in 
honor of Colonel Stephen Watts Kearny. 


The first Fort Kearny had been established by 
Colonel Kearny himself on Table Creek in what 
is now Nebraska City, Nebraska. This location 
proved to be too far east to provide protection 
for emigrants on the Oregon Trail and was 
ordered relocated. Congress had ordered a chain 
of forts and blockhouses constructed for the 
protection of travelers after the emigration to the 
Oregon Territory began to increase considerably 
after 1842. 


The California Gold Rush also increased travel 
on the Trail. According to an 1849 War Depart- 
ment report, 30,000 people passed through Fort 
Kearny during an 18-month period, bound for 
California, Oregon, and Salt Lake. 


Overland Stages carrying mail and passengers, 


prospectors and miners bound for the gold 
diggings, emigrants lured by free land in Ore- 
gon, and the huge freighting caravans all con- 
tributed to making Fort Kearny a bustling center 
of activity. The post continued to expand in 
size and importance. The Pony Express had a 
“home” station here which was later replaced 
by a telegraph office. Fort Kearny indeed was an 
important factor in the westward expansion of 
our nation. 


The period following the Civil War saw the 
Fort’s peak development. As the scene of the 
Indian Wars shifted to the west and north, Fort 
Kearny became less and less essential to the 
military. The last function of any importance 
was to provide protection for the crews con- 
structing the Union Pacific Railroad. In 1871, 
Fort Kearny was discontinued as a military post. 


After abandonment, the buildings were torn 
down and the fort reservations opened for 
homesteading. The earthworks of the fortifica- 
tions and the large cottonwoods around the 
parade grounds were all that remained. 
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The first known sketch of Fort ‘earny, this drawing was made in 1849 by a traveler on the Oregon 


Trail. At left, the building being roofed is the hospital. The large building in the center is an adobe 
storehouse, the first structure built at the fort. 


The center photo, courtesy of the Wyoming Historical Society, is a view from the north of the Officers’ 
Quarters. The date is unknown. Below is an 1870 artist’s view of Fort Kearny, looking from the south- 
west. It is courtesy of the Amon Carter Museum. 


In 1928, the Fort Kearny Memorial Association 
was formed and purchased the 40 acres where 
the majority of the buildings stood. The State of 
Nebraska accepted title to the land in 1929. 
Then, the 1959 Legislature enacted a new law 
classifying state-owned areas and provided 
funds for their development. Fort Kearny was 
classified as a state historical park, and develop- 
ment was started in 1960. 

Archeological exploration of the area to locate 
building sites and other features was carried out 
by the Nebraska State Historical Society on a 
contract with the Game and Parks Commission. 
The park is developed to give the visitor an 
insight into the conditions and events con- 
temporary with the settlement of the American 
West. 

You are invited to visit the exhibits in the inter- 
pretive center and in the blacksmith-carpenter 
shop and to follow the walkways to the stock- 
ade and around the parade ground where addi- 
tional information is provided. 


Today, Fort Kearny is a state historical park. 
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